CHAPTER    SEVEN

Economic Contingencies
Unemployment.

r 1 ^ HE word unemployment has not been traced back more
X than seventy years, and it does not seem to have entered
into popular use before about 1888.

The analysis of the problem is equally new. It was about
that same date that the word unemployable came into use. It
was in 1893 that trade unions began to supply unemployment
percentages for the Board of Trade Gazette. And, leaving on *
one side the unemployables, it was not till the publication
of Sir William Beveridge's book in 1908 that unemployment
was widely recognized more as a problem of industry than of
personal defect.

The unemployment of which we have become increasingly
conscious during the last half century is essentially an aspect
of fluctuations in the demand for labour. Such fluctuations
are no doubt as old as trade and industry. There is much
evidence of their prevalence a hundred years ago.* Professor
W. R. Scott has written a big book on those of the seventeenth
century, j They constituted the one branch of the unemploy-
ment problem with which the Elizabethan poor-law attempted
to deal by the provision of work. And the early Christian
parable of the labourer in the vineyard was based on the
existence of a reserve of casual labour.

But though a certain unevenness in the demand for labour
was far from unknown, there is no evidence that it assumed
anything like modern proportions until the late nineteenth

* Roy. com. Poor Law, Minority Report, 1909, p. 437 n.
f Joint-stock Companies to 1720.
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